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THE PHONEME /h/ IN HUNGARIAN 
Thomas A. Sebeok, Princeton University 


1.1 Hungarian orthogrephy is, to a large extent, phonemic, but 
by no means completely so. Lack of appreciation of the difference 
between the system of phonemes and its representation in the writing 
has misled many workers in this field. 

1.2 The phoneme /h/ in the Budapest dialect, for example, is 
commonly said to consist of two allophones: a voiceless laryngeal 
fricative [h], and a unique voiceless palatal fricative [x] in the 
‘word ihlet ‘inspiration’, and is said to be in contrast with a zero 
phoneme. This discussion aims to show that the above definition is 
faulty in several respects. 

2 One had best begin by listing the situations in which the 
sound types [h] and [x] oceur, | 

2.1 [h] occurs 

Initially: hideg ‘cold’, hollo ‘raven’, he ‘if’. 
Intervocalically: teher ‘burden’, boho ‘clown’, ruha 


‘cloths’. 
Finally: does not occur.” 
Postconsonantally: bolha ‘flea’, [komha] ‘kitchen’, 
lomha ‘sluggish’. 
2.11 Summing up: [h] occurs only as a syllable initial. 
2.2 [x] occurs 
Finally: after /p, k, f/ (in the imperative of those verbs 
whose stems end in one of these phonemes), as in [le: px] ‘step!’, 
[lakx] ‘live!’, [dpfx] ‘stab!°. 
In the word [ixlet] ‘inspiration’. 
3 The sound type [h], in all positions (put always a syllable 


initial), will be ascribed to the phoneme /h/. 








1.13.2 STUDIES IN LINGUISTICS 


4,1 The sound type [x], finally under the conditions mentioned, will 
be ascribed to the phoneme /j/, of which it is an allophone. 

4.2 Three treatments are theoretically possible for the [x] of ihlet. 
One may postulate a unique phoneme /x/; but this is unnecessary. One 
may ascribe it to the phoneme /h/, as is generally done; but this is 
unduly complicated. One may ascribe it to the phoneme /j/, a procedure 
to which there seems to be no objection, 

5 Therefore the phoneme /h/ hes but one allophone, namely [h]. 

6 The sound type [h], hence also the phoneme /h/, was stated above 
to occur intervocalically. Vocalic hiatus is impossible in the language 
within a morpheme. Hence /h/ can not be contrasted with zero. 

7 Inasmuch as /h/ is not in phonemic opposition to zero, it is in- 
correct to regard it as a laryngeal. It may be placed most conveniently 
as follows: on the one hand, it is a voiceless fricative in the series 
/f, 3, $,.../, i.e. respectively labio-dental, post-dental, alveolar; 
and on the other hand, it is a palato-velar, in the series /k, g, 4, 
j,.../, 1.@, voiceless and voiced stop, voiced nasal stop, and. voiced 
fricative. Hence the phoneme /h/ is the voiceless palato-velar fricative, 





8 Some contrast pairs follow: hideg : ideg ‘nerve’, hollo : 0116 
‘scissors’, ha : a ‘the’, teher : [teger] ‘sea’, bohd : [bojo:] 
‘berry’, ruha : [rutsa] ‘duck’, bolha : [bolta] ‘his shop’, and so forth, 
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L The sound type {h] is partially voiced in certain phonetic con- 
texts, but this in no way affects the situation. See the experimental 
phonetic study of Elemer Bako, Magyar Nyelv 33.31-8 (1937), and a reply 
by Gyula Laziczius, ibid. 305-10. 


a In extremely rare cases, always after the /o/ phoneme, a number of 
people pronounce [h], as in doh ‘mustiness’, moh ‘moss’, potroh ‘abdo- 
men’. But these words almost never occur in this particular form and if 
they do the [h] is normally dropped, even against the rule that /o/ may 
not occur in a final open syllable without a suprasegmental length pho- 
neme. In words like ehomra ‘on an empty stomach’, formerly a compound 
of 6h and jonh, [h] is pronounced, but regarded as the first sound of 
the second syllable (-hom-) rather than .the lest of the first (e-). 
Final [h] was once pronounced and is retained in the spelling: meh 
‘bee’; today, however, it is not pronounced even between vowels in com 
pounds like csehorszag ‘Czechoslovakia', céhalakitas ‘formation of a 
corporation’, etc. But the [h] is pronounced in declined forms like 
mehek ‘bees’ — a matter of morphonemics rather than phonemics. 











